














PART I. INTRODUCTION

Taxonomy: The green turtle was described by Linnaeus in 1758 as Testudo mydas with Ascension Island
as the type locality. Schweigger first applied the binomial we use today, Chelonia mydas, in 1812. The
taxonomic status of the green turtle is not clear. There is believed to be little genetic exchange among
isolated breeding colonies, and, thus, these colonies may deserve sub-specific recognition. Although
trinomials have been applied to various populations in the past, they are generally not in use today.
Advances in DNA research may help solve these taxonomic questions by identifying genetically isolated
populations. For a complete discussion of the systematics of green turtles see Pritchard and Trebbau
(1984) and Hirth (1980a).

Description: The green turtle is the largest thecate sea turtle; adults commonly reach a meter in carapace
length and 150 kg in mass. The mean size of female green turtles nesting in Florida is 101.5 cm (n =
90, SD = 5.8) standard straight carapace length and 136.1 kg (n = 15, SD = 17.7) body mass
(Witherington and Ehrhart, 1989). Characters that distinguish the green turtle from other marine turtle
species are a smooth carapace with four pairs of lateral (or costal) scutes and a single pair of elongated
prefrontal scales between the eyes. Hatchling green turtles weigh approximately 25 g, and the carapace
is about 50 mm long. The dorsal surface is black, and the ventral surface is white. The plastron of
Atlantic green turtles remains a yellowish white throughout life, but the carapace changes in color from
solid black to a variety of shades of grey, green, brown and black in starburst or irregular patterns.

Population Distribution and Size: The green turtle is a circumglobal species in tropical and sub-tropical
waters. The worldwide distribution of green turtles has been described by Groombridge (1982). In U. S.
Atlantic waters, green turtles are found around the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, and continental
United States from Texas to Massachusetts. Areas that are known as important feeding areas for green
turtles in Florida include Indian River Lagoon, Florida Keys, Florida Bay, Homosassa, Crystal River and
Cedar Key. In the past, green turtles were fished commercially in all of these areas. There was also a
commercial fishery for green turtles in Texas at the end of the last century; most of the turtles were from
Aransas Bay, Matagorda Bay and Laguna Madre (Hildebrand, 1982; Doughty, 1984).

Major green turtle nesting colonies in the Atlantic occur on Ascension Island, Aves Island, Costa Rica
and Suriname. In United States Atlantic waters, green turtles nest in small numbers in the United States
Virgin Islands and in Puerto Rico, and in larger numbers along the east c;oast of Florida, particularly in
Brevard, Indian River, St. Lucie, Martin, Palm Beach and Broward Counties. The number of egg
clutches deposited by green turtles in Florida was 736 in 1985, 350 in 1986, 866 in 1987, 466 in 1988,
559 in 1989, and 2288 in 1990 (Conley and Hoffman, 1986; FDNR, unpubl. data). It is not possible to
assess trends in the nesting population from these data because the length of beach surveyed varied among
years. Statewide, a total of 616 kin, 823 kin, 971 kin, 982 kin and 1011 kin, was surveyed in 1986,
1987, 1988, 1989, and 1990, respectively (FDNR, unpubl. data). More information is needed before
detailed distribution maps or estimates of population number and structure can be made for green turtle
populations in United States territorial waters.

Status: The green turtle is listed as Endangered by the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) (Groombridge, 1982) and is listed on Appendix I of the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna (CITES). In 1978, under the United States Endangered
Species Act of 1973, the green turtle was listed as Threatened except for the breeding populations in
Florida and on the Pacific coast of Mexico, which were listed as Endangered. Green turtles continue to
be heavily exploited by man, and degradation of nesting and feeding habitats are serious problems. Over-








































































































